INTRODUCTION
Natural killer cells (NK) are normal, large, granular, unprimed lymphocytes, with some cell surface markers that are characteristic of T cells, as well as markers that are associated with monocytes and granulocytes. NK cells have a direct and immediate cytolytic activity against certain tumor and virus infected cells, including HIV-1-infected lymphocytes, without apparent presensitization (Herberman, 1986; Kay, 1986; Tyler, Stanley, Nastala, Austin, Bartlett, Stine, Lyerly, Bolognesi, & Weinhold, 1990) , thus providing a first line of immune defense for the body. NK activity is modulated by a variety of exogenous as well as endogenous parameters (Kay, 1986) , among which are humoral substances such as opioid peptides (β-endorphin, metenkephalin), lymphokines and hormones (Kay, Allen, & Morley, 1984; Whybran, 1985 , Hellstrand, Hermondsson, & Strannegard, 1985 Mandler, Biddison, Mandler & Serrate, 1986; Faith & Murgo, 1988; Goldstein, Sosman, Hank, Weill-Hillman, Moore, Borchert, Bechhofer, Storer, Kohler, Levitt, & Sondel, 1989; Gatti, Masera, Pallavicini, Sartori, Staurenghi, Orlandi, & Angeli, 1993; Cavallo, Sartori, Gatti, & Angeli, 1986; Nomoto, Karasawa, & Uehara, 1994) . Interactions between the immune system and the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis have been recognized for more than two decades. Cortisol, the most important endogenous glucocorticoid in humans, is a potent inhibitor of NK activity, as has been shown by
